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The Big Brother. A sermon delivered at Mt. Hope on September 22, 2013 by Rev. Steven Schafer. 
The first in a series of sermons on the book of James. Text:  James 1:1-12. 9167 
 
 Imagine that you have an older brother (many of you do, so it’s not much of a stretch – for the 
rest of us it requires a bit of imagination – especially if you ARE the older brother). Anyway, all your 
life you’ve looked up to him – this sibling a few years older than you and consequently much wiser 
and better at everything and, generally, your hero... He is the kind of guy who just does everything 
right. In fact, for as long as you’ve been alive, your brother has been the golden boy – in your family 
and in the neighborhood... In actuality, he is only your half brother – same mother, different fathers. 
But that doesn’t matter. He is just a great brother. When you were little you played together in the 
streets. He taught you to throw a ball, to make paper airplanes, to climb trees, to lay on the ground 
and look at the stars. You worshipped the ground he walked on… As you got a bit older, you both 
worked along side dad in his workshop. Probably the two of you shared a bedroom. Most big 
brothers, as everyone knows, tend to pick on their younger siblings. But yours didn’t – never did. He 
wasn’t condescending. He wasn’t mean. He wasn’t one to pick fights. Sometimes, though, he could 
drive you crazy simply because he was so good. He always came when mom called. He always 
washed up before dinner. He never left his dirty socks laying on the floor for someone else to pick up. 
He never got angry unless there was something that a person really ought to get angry about… 
 

Well, we all grow up. You did. So did your brother. He got there before you did and, much to 
your sorrow, he leaves home. No one is quite sure where he’s gone or what he’s doing for a period of 
time. But he is an adult and that’s OK. Mom and dad don’t seem overly worried about him. Then, one 
day, he comes home for a visit. It’s GREAT to see him again, now toughened up a bit – a good tan – 
he seems happy… But then he makes the most peculiar of announcement. He says that he is the 
Son of God! He implies that he is the Messiah sent from heaven to save sinners from their sin and to 
restore men and women into a right relationship with God… 
 
 How do you think you’d respond to that? How would you feel about your big brother now? 
 
 That’s pretty much what happened to James, Jesus’ oldest younger brother. He didn’t believe 
it, of course. None of the other brothers believed it either (John 7:5). “We grew up with him. Sure, he 
was a great guy. True, he never got into any real trouble, but Messiah? That's a bit much, don't you 
think? Something's gone whacky with him.” 
 
 For James there was an extended period in his life, as there may have been in our lives, of 
spiritual confusion regarding the person of Jesus. He knew what it was like to think that Jesus was 
not for real. He knew what it was like to be a skeptic. James spent most of the final three years of 
Jesus’ life not believing that Jesus was anything more than his big brother - a bit strange, but that's all 
…Then something happened. 
 
 I’m sure that James and the other brothers (he had four: James, Joseph, Simon and Judas) 
and his sisters (we don't know their names but know there were three or more) watched Jesus’ 
ministry develop. For three years they heard about all he was doing and teaching. Nothing convinced 
James and the others. Jesus was just capitalizing on his charisma and gentleness and his smarts… 
He had found a niche that needed filling and he was a genius at it – got to give him credit for that… 
But, until the very end, they didn’t believe. But something happened to change all that, at least for 
James. 
  
 We don’t really know exactly what that was – except for a little verse tucked away in 1 
Corinthians 15 (5-7). There, Paul gives us a list of those people to whom Jesus appeared after his 
Resurrection. He writes that Jesus “appeared to Peter, and then to the Twelve. After that, he 
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appeared to more than five hundred of the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still living, 
though some have fallen asleep,” he says. Then Paul adds, “Then he appeared to James.” 
 
 We don’t know what Jesus said to his younger half-brother - nor why him and not his other 
siblings - but I’m sure it was a very emotional scene. Jesus had been dead. Now he wasn't. It was 
surely a time when Jesus shared words of love and understanding. It is almost certain that, in that 
encounter with his resurrected half-brother, James became a believer. The skeptic became a saint. 
 
 And so, James wrote the book that bears his name. It’s not a book of theology and belief like 
the book of Romans. It doesn't tell the story of Jesus like the gospels. It isn't a history like the book of 
Acts. It's something unique in all the Bible. It’s a book of intense practicality. HOW should we live as 
Christians? What does being a Christian look like? James will suggest that our belief system is pretty 
useless unless it makes a difference in the way we live our daily lives… He watched Jesus for nearly 
33 years – longer than anyone else and far more intimately. He wants those of us who say we follow 
him to know what it is we’ve signed on for. 
 
 It’s going to take us 20 Sundays to get through the 5 chapters of James because it is jam-
packed with practical, day-to-day instructions on how to live… That is so important that it just can't be 
rushed through - and shouldn't be missed, by the way. You will end LOVING James and challenged 
to live a better life than you've ever lived before.  
 
 When I was just a young minister, I attempted to memorize the book of James (partly because 
it was a short book and, if you’re going to memorize something it ought to be short – and partly 
because it is such an comprehensive “users manual” to the faith). I only got through the first chapter 
in my memorizing. I decided that putting just that much into practice would be pretty much a lifetime 
job…. 
 
 James has four major Christian-life principles just in the first twelve verses that we read this 
morning: 
How to Face Trials 
How to Build Character 
How to Pray Effectively 
How to View Wealth 
 
 The first one: He says, “Count it pure joy when you face various trials, because you know that 
the testing of your faith develops perseverance and perseverance develops character.” 
 
 OK – we start out on a hard note.  James is going to make it very clear, right from the 
beginning, that this “Christian” thing is unlike anything you’ve ever encountered before. We may be 
faced with problems related to family, marriage, health, vocation, career, finances, drugs, abuse… 
whatever – just like everyone else in the world, but the Christian faces things like that in an entirely 
different manner. James calls it “pure joy.” 
 
 A poet once wrote, “It was pain that knocked upon my door and said that she had come to 
stay. And though I would not welcome her but asked her to go away, she still entered in. And like my 
own shadow, she followed after me and from her stabbing, stinging sword no moment was I free.”  
 
 The poet is obviously in a very difficult, painful situation (Physical? Emotional? Spiritual? – who 
knows). But whatever it is, the problem – the pain – the trial – just won’t go away. But that is not 
unique, for in some way or another, that is a description of every one of us. No matter who we are, no 
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matter how healthy physically, emotionally or spiritually, we are, from time to time - maybe chronically 
- suffer in some way.  
 
 Many of us gathered here today are hurting because of some trial in our lives. And the bruises 
are not always the kind you can see on the outside, but they are on the inside where nobody but you 
knows about it. Some of us are bruised on the outside by physical pain and sickness. Some of us are 
bruised over the death of loved ones – a hurt that is deep within. Others are facing emotional trauma, 
relational stress, spiritual doubts, marital conflicts, sexual temptations, financial setbacks, 
occupational disappointments… I can’t name all the possibilities... I’d like to say that Christians are 
exempt from the difficulties and problems of life, but that just isn’t so. Trials are common to all people. 
What is not common, is the Christian response to those inevitable trials that come our way.  
 
 Jesus’ brother says that when those trials come we should, “Consider it pure joy…”  
 

Now, James isn’t talking to people who never had any problems. In those days a Jewish 
Christian (and all Christians at that time were Jews) was a hated person. He or she was hated by the 
Romans and the Gentiles because they was Jewish. And they were hated by their fellow Jews 
because they were Christian. As a result of persecution, many Jewish Christians were forced to leave 
Jerusalem, leaving behind their homes and belongings and friends. They scattered and settled in 
various cities around the Mediterranean. …James begins his letter by telling those displaced 
Christians to respond to their severe trials with “joy.”  
 
 But is that really possible? When your dreams go south, when your plans fall through, when 
your spouse leaves you, when you lose your job, when you discover your child is on drugs, when you 
have memories of sexual abuse, when you lose everything in a hurricane, how can you honestly 
respond to such trials with any kind of “joy”? 
 
 James says that it has to do with perspective. We believe, as Christians – unlike everyone else 
in the world –  that God is in charge and so, even when bad things happen, good will come out of it 
because all of our trials will be worked into a divine purpose and that purpose will be good. 
 
 Trials have a divine purpose. If you grasp this truth, you will be immeasurably helped in your 
Christian life. If you are somehow able to put it into practice, your life will be transformed. 

 
James doesn’t leave us wondering what that purpose is. He says that when your faith is 

tested, perseverance develops and the practice of perseverance produces Christian character and 
Christian character is what life is all about. 
 
 If you are ever going to be faithful in maintaining your marriage vows, or in raising obedient 
children, or in taking care of aging parents, or in managing your vocation, you are going to need 
staying power. God knows that, and that is why he allows trials to come your way – so that you will 
grow in your ability to persevere. 
 
 I love the J.B. Phillips translation of verses 2-3: “When all kinds of trials and temptations crowd 
into your lives, my brothers, don’t resent them as intruders, but welcome them as friends! Realize that 
they come to test your faith and to produce in you the quality of endurance.” 
 
 The many trials that God allows to come our way are never meant to hurt us but rather to help 
us. Various trials come into our lives as God’s strange messengers to approve and strengthen our 
faith. 
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 The first line of defense when we encounter trials in our lives is to have a divine perspective 
– God knows and will work with those trials to build character in us. That’s got to be one of the 
biggest orders we’ve ever had to fill – counting trials as joyous! 
 
 But that doesn’t mean we just sit on the sidelines and let whatever happens happen. We need 
to be proactive. The first way to be proactive for the Christian, says James, is to pray. We begin by 
praying for wisdom – wisdom to be able to understand what is going on and how to persevere… 
 
 So James gives us some instruction in prayer… “Ask,” says James. "Simply ASK." “God will 
give you what you ask for (of course there is a qualifier there  IF you can ask without doubt that what 
you ask for is what God would want you to ask for. Otherwise, don’t bother. You’re getting nothing. 
God doesn’t respond to a person who prays for what he wants and then says ‘thy will be done.’” Pray 
for wisdom to know how to pray for God’s will. 

----- 
 James moves quickly on to wealth. He suggests that the poor person probably has a better 
relationship with God than the rich one. That’s not always the case, of course, but the idea is that a 
person builds a relationship with God when there is a deeply felt need in his or her life and that the 
poor feel that deep need quite acutely and quicker turn to God.  
 
 You can see it. In the poorest societies of the world people are the most religious. Those who 
are oppressed and downtrodden and taken advantage of turn to God. On the other side of the coin, 
those who are making a killing on Wall Street wouldn’t give God the time of day (not always – but as 
a general rule). James tells those who have turned to God (the poor) to take a certain pride in the fact 
that they are children of God… He tells those who have all the wealth they need to be aware that that 
wealth very well may be all the spirituality they ever get… and that eventually, most certainly, they will 
be poor again. 
 

Trials, Character, Wisdom, Prayer, Wealth – These are the things that make the Christian 
different than the non-Christian. 

 
And the ultimate result: ...when you’ve persevered and considered your trials as being, 

somehow, "good," God will reward you. To take it out of the Biblical language and put it into modern 
parlance, someone once said it like this: “All of us are facing a series of great opportunities brilliantly 
disguised as unsolvable problems.” 
 
 Perhaps the greatest Christian concept that ever existed is found here in the opening verses of 
the book of James… It is that God is able to make something out of our struggles and problems – 
something good – and that it is this knowledge and this attitude that makes us unique in the world. 
Whatever you are now facing, know that it is not for your destruction but for your good. It’s not to see 
you drown but to see you swim. It’s to strengthen and deepen your faith. It’s to build your 
perseverance. It’s to develop your character… Pray for the wisdom to understand. That is God's will 
and God, according to James, will give it when you pray. 
 


